Background {#sec1}
==========

Convalescent blood therapy has been seeming readily available and a potent form of therapy for Ebola, since the first outbreak of the Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) in 1976, but less attention has been focussed on it for treatment. Early signs of the value of convalescent blood therapy against Ebola were revealed by the recovery of a British laboratory worker in 1977, with occupational exposure to EVD, after treatment with convalescent serum and human interferon[@bib1] and by 1979 convalescent plasma was considered a 'specific treatment' for Ebola.[@bib2] Further evidence of the value of convalescent blood therapy (CBT) was provided by Mupapa and colleagues in 1995[@bib3] after treating eight subjects with CWB, and only one of them died. The treated patients may have already developed antibodies for EVD and the recovery of the patients was not wholly attributable to the CWB, but it could not also be ruled out as the primary cause of the recovery.

Subsequently, doubts were cast on passive immunotherapy with whole blood when in 1999, Sadek and colleagues[@bib4] proved statistically that there was no survival benefit of transfusion of blood from convalescent patients. However, statistical significance does not always correlate with clinical significance. Also, an experiment was conducted to test the effectiveness of convalescent whole blood on naïve monkeys that had been infected with EVD, but it did not lead to recovery,[@bib5] creating further doubt on the efficacy of CWB. Again, the volume of CWB used (6 ml/kg) may not have been sufficient enough to cause a recovery in the monkeys and the blood used was obtained after 30 days of reinfection of convalescent monkeys with 1000 pfu of the EVD virus.

Despite the critiques, especially for treating EVD, convalescent blood therapy remains plausible for dealing with hard-to-treat or emerging infectious diseases and is a mode of treatment that existed and was proven before EVD and before the advent of "modern" pharmaceuticals in the 1950s.[@bib6] Human-derived and animal-derived convalescent blood were the standard of care for treatment of many pathogen-mediated and toxin-mediated diseases such as influenza in 1918[@bib6], polio[@bib7] and herpes zoster.[@bib8] In recent times, convalescent blood products have been used against hard-to-treat infectious diseases such as severe acute respiratory syndrome or SARS[@bib9], [@bib10] and the Middle East Respiratory Syndrome corona virus infection (MERS-CoV)[@bib11] with successful outcomes. Additionally, severe pandemic influenza A (H1N1) 2009 virus infection[@bib12] and even Ebola[@bib13], [@bib14] have benefitted from CWB during their onsets, but no recent report on CWB for Ebola has been reported.

The distinct forms of convalescent blood therapy are: CWB which was used in this study, convalescent blood plasma (CBP) or convalescent blood serum (CWS) which was recently used for treating EVD in Guinea[@bib13] and in other studies.[@bib15] Blood serum and blood plasma have the same features, except that serum lacks blood clotting factors while plasma has blood clotting factors, but they perform the same function in passive immunotherapy against EVD.[@bib16] Additional CBT are pooled human immunoglobulin (Ig) which is an intravenous immunoglobulin preparation mostly for immunomodulation[@bib17]; recombinantly produced monoclonal antibodies (mABs) such as ZMapp[@bib18] and polyclonal antibodies (pABs)[@bib19]; the difference between the two is that mABs are produced by a single clone of B lymphocytes, while pABs are secreted by a mixture of B lymphocyte clones. CWB is easier to use and adaptable for application in resource-poor settings with limited kits and burden of hard-to-treat diseases such as EVD. The blood may only require screening for transfusion transmissible infections (TTIs) such as viral hepatitis and HIV and to ensure that the blood is safe and matching the ABO blood groups of recipients. In the case of convalescent plasma, its use may require plasmapheresis, which is the separation of blood cells from the liquid plasma, before use. Also, the IgG in plasma could be enriched by fractionation.[@bib15]

In resource-poor environments, lacking basic amenities and prone to diseases such as Ebola, the use of CWB is important. In recognition of this fact, the World Health Organisation (WHO) in September 2014, provided interim guidance for the evaluation of CWB and CBP for the treatment of EVD.[@bib20]

However, little research has been done on CBT, and the few studies done had a small sample size. In this study, we assessed the effectiveness of CWB in the treatment of infected patients using a non-randomised study design.

Methods {#sec2}
=======

Study location {#sec2.1}
--------------

The study was carried out at the 34th Regiment Military Hospital in Wilberforce, Freetown, and the PTS 1 Ebola Treatment Centre in Hastings Freetown. Both treatment centres were established through partnership of the Sierra Leone MOHS, Ministry of Defence and WHO. Both treatment units were operated mainly by Sierra Leoneans. The Hastings unit had earlier recorded a case fatality rate of 31.5% resulting from treating 581 EVD patients with IV fluids, IM vitamin K, IM artemether, IV ceftriaxone, IV metronidazole, Ringer\'s Lactate, dextrose saline, Ibuprofen tablets, Immunoboost nutrition supplement, zinc sulphate tablets, artesunate--lumefantrine combination therapy tablets, oral rehydration salts and other drugs.[@bib21]

Study design {#sec2.2}
------------

The study was a non-randomised, double-site, case series of patients treated with convalescent whole blood and those not treated with CWB during the 2014/2015 EVD outbreak.

This study started in the month of December 2014 and ended in April 2015. We recruited 69 consented patients. Recruitment was based on whether they were willing to be part of the study and if they agreed to have CWB transfusion and if a matching blood was available for transfusion. All those that agreed to having a CWB transfusion were 44 subjects while 25 did not agree to having blood transfusion with CWB.

Routine care described previously by Ansumana et al.[@bib21] was given to all the patients; briefly, patients were given IV fluids, multivitamins, antipyretics, analgesics, antibiotics, anthelmintics and antimalarial drugs when deemed necessary.

Data collection {#sec2.3}
---------------

Demographic data of the patients and their clinical stages were recorded during recruitment. Four clinical stages of EVD were identified. Stage 1, was characterised by fever, sore throat, headache, stomach ache and body aches and was also called 'dry phase'. Stage 2 was characterised by vomiting, haematemesis, rash, dehydration, weakness, eye redness, and chest pain and was also called 'wet phase'. Stage 3, was mainly characterised by bleeding and reduced level of consciousness or irresponsiveness and was also called 'multiple/single organ dysfunction phase'. The final stage, stage 4, was the recovery phase. Symptoms were recorded on a form at recruitment with other metadata such as age, sex and weight.

Blood transfusion {#sec2.4}
-----------------

Convalescent whole blood (CWB) was administered within the first 24 h of admission according to the WHO 'Interim Guidance for National Health Authorities and Blood Transfusion Services'.[@bib20] One unit (450 ml) of ABO compatible blood was administered to consented subject over a period of one to four hours. There was no adverse reaction from the transfusions. To prevent adverse reactions, ABO compatibility tests were done on the donated blood, the collection date recorded and the donor ID recorded on the blood bag ([Fig. 1](#fig1){ref-type="fig"} ). The blood was obtained and tested by blood services technicians of the Sierra Leone Ministry of Health and Sanitation from 60 consented blood donors that had recovered from Ebola in Kenema Town, Eastern Sierra Leone. Donated blood was obtained after three months of recovery. The earlier cases of the epidemic in Sierra Leone affected people from Eastern Sierra Leone, so it was easier to get convalescent blood donors that had recovered over 3 months at the time of blood collection. The average age of the blood donors was 28 (±26.2) years, 35 were females, and 25 were males. Apart from being clinically asymptomatic and testing negative twice by PCR for Ebola prior to discharge, the blood of donors was again screened using ELISA at the Kenema Government Lassa Fever Laboratory to ensure that there were no Ebola antigens. Donated blood was also screened for transfusion transmissible infections (TTIs) using SD Bioline (Standard Diagnostics, Seoul, Korea) lateral flow immunoassays for viral hepatitis, syphilis and HIV and also Alere Determine™ HIV-1/2 (Alere Medical Co Ltd. Matsudo-shi, Chiba, Japan) in the case of HIV.Figure 1An example of EVD convalescent blood for transfusion.Figure 1

Statistical analyses {#sec2.5}
--------------------

Simple rates and proportions were used in this study. A two-sample t-test for independent samples was used to compare Ct values of patients on admission and 24 h after admission. Odds ratios, mean and median values were computed. Mean and standard deviations were reported as Mean ± SD. The Ct values were obtained as part of the real-time PCR results. Fisher-exact probabilities were computed at a level of α = 0.05. All statistical analyses were done with the Vassarstats Online Statistics App (<http://vassarstats.net/>).

Ethics procedure {#sec2.6}
----------------

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Sierra Leone Ethics and Scientific review committee. All subjects included in the study consented to participate.

Results {#sec3}
=======

Sixty-nine EVD subjects were assessed; 95.5% (95% CI, 87.8--98.5) were weak on admission, 79.4% (95% CI, 68.4--87.3) had body aches on admission, 67.7% (95% CI, 55.9--77.6) were vomiting, 64% (95% CI, 52.85--75%) were febrile; 51.47% (95% CI, 39.8--63) had headaches, 44% (95% CI, 33--56) had stomach pain, 30.1% (95% CI, 21.2--42.6) had red eyes on admission, 16.2% (95% CI, 9.2--26.7) had sore throat, 13% (95% CI, 7.1--23.3) had chest pain and 10% (95% CI, 5.1--19.8) were bleeding on admission.

The average age and weight of the CWB-group (44 subjects) were 28.4 (±14.3) years and 66.6 (±34) kg respectively; 21 were males and 23 were females. The mean age and weight of the Non-CWB group (25 subjects) were 33.6 (±15.9) years and 55.8 (±18.7) kg respectively; thirteen were males and twelve females. The CWB-group took an average of 1.97 ± 0.66 days after onset of symptoms before admission to the holding centre and another 1.61 ± 0.8 days before admission to the Ebola treatment unit (ETU). The Non-CWB group (25 subjects) took an average of 2.09 ± 0.9 days after onset of symptoms before admission to a holding centre and another 1.52 ± 0.5 days before admission to an ETU.

Out of 44 subjects that were treated with CWB, 1 dropped out of the study and 31 recovered while 12 succumbed to the disease with a case fatality rate of 27.9%. For the control group that were given routine treatment without convalescent whole blood, 11 died with a case fatality rate of 44%. Patients treated with convalescent whole blood took an average of 10.6 ± 3.4 days to recover while the control patients that recovered took an average of 12.23 ± 4.8 days to recover. Recovery was marked by a gradual decrease in viral load during the treatment. The Ct values for 16 patients on CWB that recovered were recorded. Similarly, the Ct values of five Non-CWB patients were obtained on admission and 24 h after transfusion or admission. Ct values are inversely related to viral load such that lower Ct values mean higher viral load and vice versa. The average Ct value on admission was 23.37 ± 5.0 and the average 24 h after transfusion was 29.99 ± 5.9 ([Table 1](#tbl1){ref-type="table"} ). For the Non-CWB, the average Ct value on admission was 31.97 ± 8.4 and average Ct value after 24 h of admission was 31.25 ± 7.5 Similarly, Ct value for seven Non-CWB subjects that died and four subjects on convalescent blood that died were obtained. The average Ct value for Non-CWB patients that died was 23.69 ± 3.5 on admission and 22.98 ± 4.1 obtained 24 h after admission. For those on convalescent blood that died, the Ct value was 21.77 ± 4.9 on admission and 24.40 ± 5.4 obtained 24 h after transfusion ([Table 2](#tbl2){ref-type="table"} ). The median number of days to death was 4 days for the control group and it was five days for the treatment group. There was a significant difference between admission viral load and viral load after the first 24 h of treatment with convalescent whole blood (P \< 0.01). The reduction in viral load was observable in subjects with convalescent blood than those in the Non-CWB group of the study. The odds ratio for survival with CWB was 2.3 (95% CI, 0.8--6.5) ([Table 3](#tbl3){ref-type="table"} ).Table 1Viral load (CT values) for recovered CWB and Non-CWB subjects.Table 1PIDSexAgeBlood groupWeight (kg)Days before isolationDays in holding centreClinical stage of infectionDate of admission to ETUNumber of Days in ETUBlood group of donorBlood expiration\
dateCt Value on admissionCt Value 24 h after transfusionGroup002F45A Rh+1971221/02/1516A Rh+10/02/1528.3731.62CWB-group003F20O Rh+502114/01/1516O Rh+10/02/1536.7840004F35A Rh+1002124/01/1516A Rh+10/02/1530.8734.9006F24B Rh+--1226/01/1514B Rh+10/02/1523.3634.48007F35B Rh+5822223/02/157B Rh+25/02/1528.5233.43008M14A Rh+5522224/01/1511A Rh+5/02/1523.8519.62009F33A Rh+6011229/01/159A Rh+5/02/1530.9633.99010M35O Rh+--11231/01/158O Rh+9/02/1523.0927.01011M22B Rh+5521212/02/158B Rh+25/02/1516.9720.49012M40O Rh+7022223/12/1417O Rh+24/12/1425.6632.01013F11O Rh+3732120/12/1410O Rh+23/12/1427.6830.1014F14O Rh+7021222/12/149O Rh+24/12/1425.3132.6016M20O Rh+501327/1/1511O Rh+24/12/1423.0433.34017M25B Rh+--22228/1/157B Rh+10/02/1520.6730.2018F34B Rh+5021212/2/159B Rh+25/02/1530.1236.2019M44B Rh+8022223/2/159B Rh+25/02/1524.9932.2**Mean** ± **SD28.2 ± 10.971.7 ± 40.91.8 ± 0.61.7 ± 0.623.37 ± 5.0\*29.99 ± 5.9\***NS001M48----22231/12/149----37.2536.21Non-CWB groupNS002M32----21231/12/148----25.2226.03NS003M24----1225/1/1514----38.8535.21NS004F25----11122/1/1518----20.7420.75NS005F23--252229/12/145----37.7938.08**Mean** ± **SD30.4 ± 10.51.6 ± 5.51.6 ± 5.510.8 ± 5.131.97 ± 8.431.25 ± 7.5**[^2]Table 2CT value for dead CWB and NCWB EVD cases.Table 2PIDSexAgeBlood groupDays before isolationDays in holding centreClinical stage of infectionDate of admission to ETUNumber of days in ETUCt Value on admissionCt Value 24 h after transfusion/admissionSymptoms prior to deathDrugs administeredCW001F35O Rh+3226/01/151028.9431.63Headache, body aches, anorexia, vomiting, sore throat, stomach pain, weakness, insomnia, bleedingIV fluids, IV ceftriaxone, Ciprofloxacin tabs, flagyl, PCM tabsCW005F15O Rh+1226/01/15519.3723.55Fever, weakness, body pains, headache, anorexia, side pains, cough, insomnia, diarrhoeaIV ceftriaxone, IV metronidazole, pain tabs, ciprofloxacin tabsCW015M14O Rh+22222/12/14420.6518.49Headache, Weakness, red eyes, chest painIntravenous fluids, vitamins, IV ceftriaxone, Inj. artemether, PCM tabs, immunoboost capsCW020F8O Rh+2224/01/15618.123.93Marked weakness, body pains, anorexia, chest tightness, diarrhoea, stomach pain, coughIV fluids, vitamins, Inj. ceftriaxone, Inj. Flagyl, PCM tabs, ciprofloxacin tabs**Mean ± SD18 ± 11.72 ± 0.826.25 ± 2.621.77 ± 4.924.4 ± 5.4**N001f55--22213/1/15523.0820.21Sore throat, headache, body aches, stomach ache, vomiting, diarrhoea, weakness, hiccuppingIV fluids, vitamins, IV ceftriaxone, Inj. metronidazole, Inj. artesunate, PCM tabsN002M20--31211/12/14419.2119.02Sore throat, stomach ache, body aches, diarrhoea, anorexia, cough, weakness, red eyesIV fluids, ceftriaxone, vitamins, PCM tabs, ciprofloxacin tabsN003M54--12211/12/14428.3228.20Headache, anorexia, vomiting, body aches, weakness, cough, diarrhoeaIV fluids, vitamins, IV ceftriaxone, Inj. metronidazole, PCM tabs, ciprofloxacin tabsN004M45--21210/1/15824.8125.03Head ache, body aches, rash, weakness, diarrhoea, cough and side painsIV fluids, vitamins, ceftriaxone, Inj. metronidazole, Inj. artesunate, PCM tabsN005F6--11219/1/15821.0121.23Weakness, stomach ache, body aches, anorexia, diarrhoea, gum bleeding, restlessIV fluids, vitamins, IV ceftriaxone, Inj. artesunate, Inj. metronidazole, PCM tabsN006M28--42212/2/15227.8328.16Body aches, weakness, red eyes, cough, anorexia, chest pain, diarrhoeaIV fluids, vitamins, IV ceftriaxone, Inj. metronidazole, Inj. artesunate, PCM tabsN007F40--32212/2/15321.6019.01Fever, vomiting, weakness, bed ridden, red eyes, diarrhoeaIV fluids, vitamins, IV ceftriaxone, Inj. metronidazole, Inj. artesunate, PCM tabs**Mean35.4 ± 18.32.3 ± 1.11.57 ± 0.54.86 ± 2.323.69 ± 3.522.98 ± 4.1**[^3]Table 3CWB and NCWB cases by sex and age.Table 3Age groupCWB-groupNon-CWB groupFisher exact probabilitySurvivedDiedCFRSurvivedDiedCFROR95% CIp-Value0--1706440.0%010375.0%4.50.3--60.00.2818--39200416.7%090430.8%2.20.5--10.90.28≥40060333.3%040450.0%2.00.28--14.20.42**Total**321125.6%141144.0%2.30.8--6.50.09**Sex**Male140526.3%070646.2%2.40.5--10.70.22Female180625%070541.7%2.10.5--9.30.26

Patients were considered to have recovered after two negative PCR tests and lack of clinical signs of Ebola.

Discussions {#sec4}
===========

Use of convalescent whole blood for the treatment of EVD is contingent on the availability of viable blood obtained from a willing recovered subject. These conditions could be easily attained even in highly resource-constrained environments that may experience EVD outbreaks. Further, the viability of blood is normally determined by its lack of infectious agents and must not be expired for use in transfusions and must match the blood type of the recipients: these conditions could also be met even under resource-poverty.

Our study provides additional evidence that convalescent whole blood treatment of EVD is viable. Apart from the transfusion that was only given to selected subjects, all subjects were provided treatment at the ETU as described previously.[@bib21] The differences in outcome observed in the patients treated with CWB could likely be as a result of the blood therapy. Viral load decreased significantly within the first 24 h of transfusion while viral load did not change significantly in the subjects that did not receive a transfusion. Additionally, the case fatality rate was less in the subjects that had the convalescent whole blood treatment, but higher in the subjects without CWB. The odds ratio for survival with CWB was twice that of NCWB.

On its own, we observed that viral load plays an important part in patient recovery as reported earlier.[@bib22] NCWB patients with low viral load recovered (n = 5, Ct value: 31.97) while those with high viral load died (n = 7, Ct value: 23.69) and the survival rate in the NCWB group hinged on reduced viral load and routine care was 40%. On the other hand, we observed that CWB increased survival rate for patients with high viral load, (n = 16, Ct value: 23.37) with a survival rate of 80% ([Table 1](#tbl1){ref-type="table"}).

Moreover the overall case fatality rate for CWB patients (n = 43) of 27·9% is lower than the 31% reported by Ansumana et al.[@bib21] in 2014 using IV fluids and other supportive treatment and also lower than the 31% risk of death for patients treated with CBP in Guinea.[@bib13] However, the case fatality rate of 44% for the NCWB patients is within the range of the CFR for the first 151 subjects treated at Hastings between September 27 and October 13, 2014.[@bib21]

The reduced fatality from the use of CWB in our study is not as low as the 12.5% case fatality rate reported earlier by Mupapa and colleagues[@bib3] but overall, we also report a reduced fatality rate.

Conclusions {#sec5}
===========

Convalescent whole blood appears to be suitable for treating EVD in resource-poor settings, especially in the early phases of outbreaks when resource-mobilization is done.

This study shows that assessment of viral load is important when admitting patients with EVD and in cases of high viral load, treatment with convalescent whole blood is beneficial for the recovery of patients.

Our study is important because it provides additional positive evidence for the use of CBT during an EVD outbreak. The CBT used in this study in Freetown, Sierra Leone, is different from the CBP evaluation report from Guinea, where 31% risk of death in patients and 38% risk of deaths in the control was reported.[@bib13] Together both studies show that convalescent blood therapy could be useful in future EVD outbreaks.

This study had several limitations as it was conducted during an emergency. One of the limitations was that it was not randomised and our sample size was relatively smaller compared to the Guinea study.[@bib13] Additionally, the subjects were not treated with convalescent whole blood exclusively. Convalescent blood was combined with routine supportive therapy described previously[@bib21] and the very low case fatality rate could be due to a synergistic effect of the supportive therapy and CWB. We were unable to get all the Ct values for the subjects because the tests were done offsite of the treatment unit. It is important for future studies to compare the clinical outcome of convalescent whole blood and convalescent blood plasma in treating EVD.
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